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PONCE CARNIVAL: IMAGES AND INFORMATION

Carnivals are of ancient origin and virtually all peoples in all eras have organized carnivals to mark or celebrate
different events. Carnivals can be magical, political, satirical, or purely entertaining; some even poke fun at death.
In much of Puerto Rico, and other parts of the world with a strong Roman Catholic presence, Carnival has a spe-
cial meaning. It refers to the last days before the beginning of Lent. In Puerto Rico, Carnival begins on February 2
and lasts until Ash Wednesday, which is forty days before Easter.

In many carnivals, masks are key ingredients of the public spectacle. The prominence of masquerading devils
during Carnival is understood by many as an ancient reference to the contest between good and evil. Although
introduced by Spanish settlers, the customs of the island’s carnival, like mask making, music, and public perfor-
mance, have developed into uniquely Puerto Rican traditions that also reflect the customs and sensibilities of
Puerto Ricans’ African ancestors.

Many masks and costumes come from the carnival in Ponce, a town in southern Puerto Rico. The carnival dates
from the mid-1700s and involves revelry, music, masks, and costumes. The masks are made of papier-méaché

in scary and devilish shapes, with brilliant colors, horns, and playful designs. Costumes are one-piece coveralls
made of bright cloth. Yellow and red, the colors of the Spanish flag, and black and red, the colors of the town of
Ponce, are most common. A person in full regalia is called a vejigante (bay-he-GAHN-tay). His role is to scare
people, especially children, by swatting them with a vejiga (bay-HE-gah), a dried and inflated cow bladder.

Carnival has been popularized and preserved, partly through the efforts of Teodoro Vidal. Teodoro Vidal Santoni
was born in Condado, Puerto Rico, in a prominent and well-known family. From an early age, he was interested

in Puerto Rican history and in collecting objects that spoke about that history. After graduating from the Wharton
School of Business at the University of Pennsylvania with an MBA in 1954, Teodoro Vidal went back to Puerto Rico
and became an aide to its first elected governor, Luis Munoz Marin. In 1955, he became part of the first Board of
Directors of the newly formed Institute of Puerto Rican Culture. Many Poncefos consider Vidal a hero for publiciz-
ing the Ponce carnival and documenting the tradition of maskmaking in his book, The Papier Maché Masks of the
Ponce Carnival.

Carnival celebrations featuring performers dressed as devils are found across Puerto Rico
and the rest Latin America. The presence of these characters during Carnival is understood by
many as an ancient reference to the contest between good and evil. This devilish mask shows
the characteristic style of its maker, Leonardo Pagan. Born in 1929, Pagan was the student of
a renowned mask maker, Juan Careta, who worked from the 1890s until the 1950s. After his
mentor’s death, Pagan masks became highly prized. Pagan died in 2000. (ID# 1997.0097.1215,
Vidal Collection, National Museum of American History)

This papier-maché mask was made by Miguel Caraballo in 1985. Masks like this are typically
worn by young men from the neighborhood, who don the costume of a vejigante, a charac-
ter who roams the streets during Carnival, playfully scaring children and other revelers, and
swatting them with vejigas (balloon-like, inflated animal bladders). (ID# 1997.0097.0002, Vidal
Collection, National Museum of American History)

Mask maker Antonio Muniz has added the horns of a traditional carnaval de Ponce mask
(usually representing a devilish face) to a gorilla. This papier-maché mask has an articulated
jaw and a vinyl tongue. (ID# 1997.0097.0009, Vidal Collection, National Museum of American
History)

This homemade costume was made for the Ponce carnival. It has a cape attached at the neck
made from the same black and red striped fabric (black and red are the colors of the city of
Ponce). Carnival participants who wear costumes like this one, in addition to a mask, and
other carnival accoutrements like matching shoes, canes, and gloves, are called vejigantes.
Vejigantes are famous for playfully swatting at carnival-goers with a vejiga, a dried, inflated
bladder. When a real animal bladder in not available, an empty water bottle is an acceptable
substitute. (ID# 1997.0097.0047, Vidal Collection, National Museum of American History)

Carnival Celebrations: Ponce Carnival / K-2, 3-5, 6-8, 9-12



